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Visual representation of  health is present during the Edo period with, for example, Nishiki-e explaining 
the mechanisms of  digestion, or other bodily functions. Education in good nutrition was then primarily 
intended for educated populations who conceived hygiene as an individual discipline intended to lengthen 
life. 
After Japan opened in 1854, visual representations in the form of  prints or posters reﬂ ected the threat 
of  infectious diseases. These illustrations are intended for the general public. They illustrate the devel-
opment of  “biopolitics” that considers the population as the main source of  national power. Hygiene is 
no longer an individual discipline, but a collective discipline, central in the process of  building a modern 
nation-state. The posters give practical advice to prevent the spread of  epidemics such as cholera. Prints 
represent the threat of  these epidemics in the form of  frightening animals but also of  foreign armies that 
must be repelled by the means that bacteriology, newly introduced, makes available to the authorities. In 
these illustrations, the population is often called upon to abandon its old beliefs and adopt modern 
hygiene methods.
With the industrial take-off  of  Japan from the second half  of  the Meiji era, industrial hygiene gradually 
established itself  as one of  the most important dimensions of  public health. According to a hygienist like 
Gotô Shinpei, effective national hygiene can only be adopted if  it is accompanied by improved hygiene 
in factories and mines. 
A particularly rich iconography develops from WWI under the action of  an organization such as the 
Sangô fukuri kyôkai (Society for Industrial Welfare) created and ﬁ nanced by the Home Ministry. The 
posters, stuck in the workplace develop a number of  themes that reﬂ ect both the introduction of  new 
labour management technology, such as the scientiﬁ c organization of  labor or the sciences of  labor, but 
also social developments. Germs continue to be referred to as enemies. Workers are discouraged from 
spitting or coughing. Wearing a mask is encouraged. Workers are encouraged to clean up the workplace 
regularly. But if  the worker is encouraged to take care of  his body, it is because, with the development of  
the physiology of  work, a good physical condition becomes the condition of  an increase in productivity. 
Thus, from the 1920s, companies began to introduce compulsory gymnastics in the morning. Illustrations 
explaining the exercises to be performed are published in specialized magazines.
Many posters also aim to reduce workplace accidents. Work accidents are presented as the result of  
careless conduct on the part of  the worker or his inattention. As a familialist discourse appears parallel to 
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the progression of  the male bread winner model, the worker is called not to be injured because he is 
responsible for the survival of  his wife and children. Women are the subject of  special representations. 
They are warned against feminine brands such as hair accessories or long nails that are presented as 
sources of  accidents. Poster campaigns are particularly intense during national safety weeks, but the 
slogan “anzen dai ichi” (security ﬁ rst) is displayed permanently in almost all factories, mines and 
construction sites. Prevention posters against toxic environments, such as chemicals or dust, feature 
protective equipment and martial metaphors. The worker must wear his protective mask as the samurai 
wore his helmet and as the soldier wears his gas mask. This metaphor is not only symbolic. Indeed, since 
the First World War, research on chemical weapons and protection against toxic substances has been 
linked.
Sangyo fukuri kyôkai’s poster campaigns are not limited to behaviour in the workplace. Workers are 
encouraged to avoid accidents on the way home and to dress sufﬁ ciently while sleeping. Rest is considered 
an important element of  productivity growth. This search for labour productivity is also associated with 
nutrition, on which intensive research is being developed, thanks to the labour sciences and because 
Japan is considered to be in a situation of  overpopulation. On the posters, workers are usually asked not 
to eat or drink too much.
The introduction of  radiography greatly inﬂ uenced the representation of  workers’ bodies. Radio-
graph-inspired images of  the lungs can be found in a bulletin published by Japan’s miners’ union, which 
educates workers about the threat of  silicosis.  After the war, the development of  occupational accident 
insurance stimulated a new type of  representation of  the body. The members are represented as asso-
ciates with levels of  ﬁ nancial compensation in the event of  an accident at work. In the guides written to 
help workers to compile ﬁ nancial compensation claims, or in occupational accident reports, the body is 
then represented in a very schematic way, and reduced to the monetary value of  its parts. 
